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–	Ford’s	teacher	during	his	time	at	Yale.	A	word	more	about	the	title	
of	 Professor	David	 Ford’s	 new	 book:	 ‘Christian	Wisdom’	may	 not	
be	perceived	in	the	greatest	possible	profundity	or	sympathy,	but	its	
particular	import	may	very	well	reside	in	its	cool	certainty,	in	the	face	
of much ‘scientific’ opinion to the contrary. But we must remember 
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Few	Scots	who	are	at	all	 interested	 in	 the	 life	of	 the	Church	or	 the	
task	of	theology	can	fail	to	have	heard	of	James	Denney’s	great	work	
The Death of Christ,	 though	few	perhaps	will	have	read	it	–	more’s	
the	pity.	The	great	virtue	of	James	Gordon’s	excellent	book	is	that	it	
places that work – and Denney’s thought in general – firmly in the 
context	of	the	theological	and	cultural	developments	of	late	Victorian	
and Edwardian Scotland. Great figures and issues flit through the 
pages	as	Gordon	 recounts	Denney’s	 life	and	context.	Thus	we	 read	
of	Robertson	Smith	and	the	vexed	question	of	the	nature	of	scriptural	
authority.	 Of	 Henry	 Drummond	 and	 his	 attempted	 reconciliation	
of theological and scientific world views. Of A. B. Bruce and his 
contention	that	Christianity	‘is	essentially	an	historical	religion’.	All	
of these issues were to influence the development of Denney’s thought 
–	positively	and	negatively.
Gordon	effortlessly	recalls	a	 lost	Scottish	ecclesiastical	world	as	he	





a	 strict	 orthodoxy	 in	 terms	 of	 religious	 outlook.	Gordon	 notes	 that	
although	Denney	was	marked	in	a	decisive	way	by	his	ecclesiastical	
origins	it	was	but	to	a	limited	extent.	Thus	Denney	did	not	think	that	
orthodoxy was to be found in ‘credal fixity, or determined adherence 
to	 past	 articulations	 of	 the	 Faith’	 (p.	 212).	 So	 too	 with	 the	 matter	
of	 trustworthiness	 and	 reliability	 of	 scripture	 –	 a	 burning	matter	 in	
Denney’s	 student	 days	 due	 to	 the	 Roberston	 Smith	 affair	 and	 one	





word	and	 the	Holy	Spirit’	 for	 its	 claim	 to	authority.	Gordon	quotes	
Denney’s	 1904	 defence	 of	 his	 position	 to	 Glasgow	 Presbytery	 to	
telling	effect	on	this	point:
It	 is	 quite	 possible	 for	me	 to	 profess	my	 faith	 in	 the	
infallibility	of	Scripture.	I	believe	if	a	man	commits	his	
mind	 and	 heart	 humbly	 and	 sincerely	 to	 the	 teaching	
and	guidance	of	Holy	Scripture,	it	will	bring	him	right	
with	 God	 and	 give	 him	 a	 knowledge	 of	 God	 and	 of	
eternal	 life.	 But	 literal	 accuracy	 and	 inerrancy	 are	
totally	different	things;	and	we	not	believe	in	that	at	all.	
(p.	216)
Given	that	The Death of Christ	 is	Denney’s	most	famous	work	it	 is	
surprising	that	Gordon’s	treatment	of	it	is	so	brief	–	a	mere	three	or	so	
pages	concluding	simply	that	the	major	themes	of	Denney’s	soteriology	






Denney’s	 credentials	 as	 a	 theologian	 of	 the	 atonement	 by	 showing	
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that “From his earliest sermons to his final volume he expounded the 
death	of	Christ	 as	 the	 ‘centre	of	gravity’,	 ‘the	diamond	pivot’,	 ‘the	
very	incredibility	of	the	gospel	[that]	makes	it	credible’”	(p.	221).
Gordon	 draws	 on	 a	 great	 variety	 of	 material	 –	 published	 and	
unpublished	–	 to	offer	 his	 account	 of	Denney’s	 life,	 and	 a	 fulsome	
account	it	is.	This	is	the	type	of	theologian	that	Scotland	once	seemed	
effortlessly	 to	produce.	 Intellectually	 rigorous,	 insightful,	possessed	
of	great	integrity	and	not	a	little	warmth,	Denney	emerges	very	much	
as a figure of his time involved in many of the great issues of the day 
–	including	the	preparatory	work	on	the	proposed	union	between	the	
United	 Free	Church	 and	 the	Church	 of	 Scotland.	 Initially	 sceptical	
of	the	intentions	of	the	‘established	Kirk’,	particularly	on	the	issues	





Christian Doctrine of Reconciliation. Here	themes	that	were	always	
present	in	Denney’s	approach	come	to	take	centre	stage	in	his	mind	






how	Denney	clearly	argued	 that	 traditional	abstract	concepts	of	 the	
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All	personal	letters	are	interesting.	The	letters	of	the	Church	Fathers	
naturally	 have	 an	 especial	 attraction,	 for	 in	 these	 epistles	 we	 are	










The	manifest	 charm	 of	Wells’	 stories	 is	 vast,	 and	 we	 can	 scarcely	
outline	it	wholly	or	to	name	all	its	joys.	Yet	we	can	be	sure	that	some	
